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Despite his reputation for being a merciless killer and the 
credit many give him for truly starting the demise of the 
Roman Empire, it can be hard to take Attila seriously. One 
can scarcely imagine him as anything other than a screaming 
barbarian wreaking havoc on a scale of Hollywood 
proportions. His tenure as sole ruler of the Huns, which 
involved his famous, devastating attack into Italy that may 
have garnered approval from Michael Bay or Mel Gibson, 
was predicated on political maneuvering that was in fact 
more deft than brutish. Like many good stories, the tale of 
this invasion starts with a death.
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Whether Rome fell due to the barbarian invasions or the 
spirit of Rome was transformed into the new Germanic 
kingdoms, the role of Christianity was instrumental in the 
progression of European civilization. Christianity has a 
turbulent history; from its very beginnings, followers of this 
obscure religion faced persecution from the Roman Empire 
under almost every emperor for a few hundred years. Things 
changed in the fourth century, however, with Constantine 
issuing edicts of toleration towards Christians and Theodosius 
I proclaiming Christianity the official religion of the empire. 
In the meantime, the Germanic tribes on the borders of 
the Roman Empire were encountering Christianity and 
eventually converting. This did not mean that the barbarian 
invaders felt more solidarity with the Romans; indeed, 
Rome itself fell to the Christian Ostrogoths in 476 CE. If 
not for the Christianized Germanic tribes, Christianity may 
have fallen into obscurity, at least in the West, after the fall 
of the Western Roman Empire. The intent of this essay is 
to chronicle the pre-Christian customs of the Germanic 
tribes as related to their susceptibility to Christianity, their 
preliminary conversions to Arian Christianity as encouraged 
by the Goths, the eventual role of Catholic Christianity and 
the Franks, and the effects of Christianity on the fledgling 
Christian Germanic kingdoms. All of this supports the theory 
that the Christianization of the Germanic tribes allowed 
for the continuation and spread of Christianity in Western 
Europe in the following centuries, up until the present day.

Several primary sources are utilized in this paper. The 
first that will be encountered is Germania by Tacitus, an 
ethnography of the Germanic people by a Roman senator 
and historian. This work deals with the origins, land, and 
customs of the Germanic tribes, some of which are described 
in detail. Material regarding their spiritual customs has been 
used in this paper. Another primary source used is the Bible, 
the collection of sacred Christian texts. This paper utilizes 
sections of the Bible regarding Christian doctrine, beliefs, 
and customs. Two works by Gregory of Tours are referenced 

The Christianization of the Germanic Tribes
Hannah Sanders

in this essay: Glory of the Confessors and History of the Franks. 
Glory is a collection of stories on Christian miracles and 
the people, confessors, responsible for them. History is a 
chronological account of the Franks, from creation to 
Gregory’s own time. It is mostly used here for its sections 
on Clovis and the Frankish kingdom. Another primary 
source is The Origins and Deeds of the Goths, or Getica, by 
Jordanes. This chronological account of the Gothic people 
is used here mainly as a reference for their spiritual customs. 
Ammianus Marecellinus’ work, Res Gestae, a history of the 
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between characteristics of traditional Germanic spirituality 
and those of Christianity. This certainly facilitated the later 
conversions of the Germanic tribes.

One of the most important aspects of Germanic 
spirituality, and indeed many belief systems in Europe and 
around the world, was sacrifice of both animate beings and 
inanimate objects.5 Animal sacrifice provided a thrilling event 
that would serve as an outlet for aggression as well as unite 
the group of sacrificers. The group was further united by 
the feast of the sacrificial animal that inevitably followed.6 

Sacrifice was not confined to animals, either. Certain 
Germanic tribes in the north, after defeating an army, would 
sacrifice their weapons and booty to fire and then water. 
The impracticality of this action suggests that it was a ritual, 
perhaps an offering to the gods.7 The fact that these practices 
were performed in public reinforced the community and 
public ownership of the ritual; private sacrifice was much less 
common.8 Private sacrifice took the form of tossing tokens, 
such as ceramic pots filled with food or hair, brooches, 
precious metals, or swords into springs, bogs, or rivers as an 
offering to the gods.9 Shrines to the gods exist today with 
names that suggest a private owner. These cases, however, 
were few and far between compared to the regular public 
ceremonies. Sacrifices can also be considered as a gift to the 
gods, appeasements so that they would look favorably upon 
the offering population.10 Whether this was a gift or payment 
is up for debate.

Themes of sacrifice run though Christianity as well. 
Christians gave up animal sacrifice upon the crucifixion 
of Jesus, as they believe him to be the ultimate sacrifice, 
rendering all other sacrifice unnecessary. In the Epistle to the 
Hebrews, the author asserts, “Neither by the blood of goats 
and calves, but by his own blood, [Jesus] entered in once 
into the holy place, having obtained eternal redemption for 
us. For if the blood of bulls and of goats, and the ashes of a 
heifer sprinkling the unclean, sanctifieth to the purifying of 
the flesh: How much more shall the blood of Christ, who 
through the eternal Spirit offered himself without spot to 
God, purge your conscience from dead works to serve the 
living God?”11 Here the author of the letter to the Hebrews 
is dismissing animal sacrifice, saying that animal sacrifice 
had nothing to do with and is in fact inferior in function to 
Jesus’s sacrifice. Though Christians looked down on animal 
sacrifice, Jesus ultimately serves the same function: an offering 
of death to the god(s) to the improvement of the human 
condition. The difference is that Jesus represented the sole 
and final sacrifice, whereas animal sacrifice was carried out 
continuously.12

It would not be unfair to characterize the pre-Christian 
beliefs and practices of the Germanic tribes as violent and 
literally bloodthirsty. The violence associated with animal 
sacrifice is a given, but traditional Germanic spirituality 
prescribed a fixation and veneration of blood. Blood was 
used as a kind of holy water, thought to have strengthening 
and cleansing properties; our word “bless” comes from 
the word bloedsian, which means to sprinkle with blood. 
The northern Germanic groups collected the blood after 
a sacrifice in a container for this purpose.13 The Scordisci 
tribe of Illyria was known to drink blood from skulls, and 
the northern Germanic tribes drank the blood from meat 
during feasts.14 Another violent practice is difficult to 
talk about with certainty. Writers have dictated stories of 
human sacrifice and cannibalism among various “barbarian” 
peoples for as long as people have been writing. Did the 
Germanic tribes practice human sacrifice before conversion 
to Christianity, or were Christian writers sensationalizing 
their culture for shock value? Whatever the answer, records of 
human sacrifice among the Germanic tribes remain. It was 
said that they would use criminals or other social undesirables 
for this purpose, as well as the ill and wounded.15 According 
to the Gutasaga, the old population of Gotland sacrificed 
their children to the gods.16 Tacitus claims that they reserve 
human sacrifice for their highest god, Mercury/Woden.17 
There exists records of “sacrificial kings” in Anglo-Saxon 
England; it seemed that warriors and kings found honor 
and glorified their gods by sacrificing themselves in battle.18 
Whether these stories were the ancient version of yellow 
journalism or factual accounts, the subject of human sacrifice 
among the Germanic peoples is worth noting. 

Although the consumption of blood is actually forbidden 
in the Bible, members of the early Christian church practiced 
the sacrament of the Eucharist.19 During the Last Supper, 
the night before Jesus was crucified, he offered his disciples 
bread and wine: “And he took bread, and gave thanks, and 
brake it, and gave unto them, saying, This is my body which 
is given for you: this do in remembrance of me. Likewise also 
the cup after supper, saying, This cup is the new testament in 
my blood, which is shed for you.”20 Instead of interpreting 
it as a metaphor, Christian leadership took these verses 
literally and established the sacrament of the Eucharist to 
partake in Jesus’s flesh as a tribute to his sacrifice. As Pope 
John Paul II explains in the Catholic Catechism, “At the Last 
Supper, on the night he was betrayed, our Savior instituted 
the Eucharistic sacrifice of his Body and Blood. This he did 
in order to perpetuate the sacrifice of the cross throughout 
the ages until he should come again, and so to entrust to 

his beloved Spouse, the Church, a memorial of his death 
and resurrection.”21 They believed that the bread and wine 
they consumed was transformed and that they were literally 
eating Jesus’s flesh and blood. As such, the Eucharist carries 
an interesting association with cannibalism. As Jesus was 
part man and part god, his crucifixion seems like human 
sacrifice. These Christian establishments, as well as the 
bloody language used in the New Testament regarding Jesus’s 
sacrifice, in some ways parallel the blood-stained rituals and 
customs of the Germanic tribes. The sacrifice of a great 
king and the drinking of his blood made instinctual sense to 
them, and therefore increased their receptiveness to Christian 
conversion.

Another central characteristic of Germanic spirituality 
was communal outdoor worship; nature provided the sacred 
fixtures, making temples and buildings largely unnecessary. 
As Tacitus relates in his ethnography, “For the rest, from 
the grandeur and majesty of beings celestial, they judge it 
altogether unsuitable to hold the Gods enclosed within 
walls.”22 Springs were highly venerated; the pagan Germanic 
tribes worshiped at springs and other bodies of water so 
much that Christian writers thought that there were devils in 
the water.23 Spring water was very pure, and the traditional 
Germanic belief system valued its cleansing and healing 
properties. Prayers would be held at springs, and people 
would wash themselves of impurities, almost like a baptism.24 
The people made periodic pilgrimages to certain springs 
due to the water being more pure at certain times of year.25 
As previously mentioned, people would also toss items into 
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upon that house; and it fell not: for it was founded upon a 
rock.”36 This shows that Christians and the Germanic tribes 
held a similar reverence for trees and rocks. Such language 
used in the Bible must have appealed to the Germanic 
peoples, making Christianity a bit less alien to them.

As in many ancient belief systems, one aspect of 
traditional Germanic spirituality was polytheism, the belief in 
a plurality of gods. Unlike the modern “high” religions, like 
Christianity and Islam, with which most people are currently 
familiar, much less emphasis was placed on gods by the 
pagan Germanic people.37 The multitude of gods represented 
different aspects of human experience, so the Germanic 
peoples would pray or sacrifice to the god corresponding 
to their concern. For example, the god known as Tyr/Tiw 
represented war, the god Donner/Thor represented war and 
fertility, the god Freyr represented virility and wealth, and the 
god Woden/Odin represented war and wisdom.38 Germanic 
peoples in the first half of the first millennium also venerated 
several mother goddesses, praying to them for health, fertility, 
and good fortune.39 In contrast to certain monotheistic 
religions like Judaism and Islam, the Germanic peoples had 
no qualms about fashioning idols of their gods for worship. 
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forces, the Vandals surrendered to the Empire, and the 
Burgundians converted after the defeat and death of their 
king Gundobad.66 The most noteworthy was the conversion 
of King Recared of the Visigoths, which occurred around 
587, and that of his people afterwards.67 This shift of power 
from the Visigoths to the Franks and from Arianism to 
Catholicism set the stage for the next phase of European 
history, that of the Christian Germanic societies.

The Franks were unique among the Germanic peoples 
in that their process of Christianization skipped the phase of 
Arianism and went directly to Catholicism. The future king 
of the Franks, Clovis, recognized this as more beneficial to 
his power base. In the late fifth century, the Roman state 
was essentially dead in the west, leaving only the Church to 
treat with the Germanic kings. At this time, Clovis was just 
one of several kings in northwest Europe vying for power, 
and he began accomplishing this by annexing formerly 
Roman provinces into his realm. He was acutely aware of 
the religious situation and tensions present in these areas; he 
kept correspondence with Catholic Church leaders as well 
as Arian Germanic kings.68 Though both “sides” wanted 
him, Clovis ultimately decided to convert to Catholicism.69 
There are several reasons for this. Orthodox Christianity 
was associated with the prestige and power of the former 
Roman Empire as opposed to the “barbaric” Germanic 
kingdoms, which increased its appeal. The Germanic peoples 
were fascinated with and admired Roman culture, and 
Catholicism was part of that.70 Additionally, the Germanic 
rulers represented about 5 percent of the population of 
the new kingdoms; the rest were Romans, and therefore 
Catholic.71 Accommodation of Catholic beliefs was a much 
better idea politically because it prevented divides between 
the rulers and the subjects and encouraged a spirit of 
religious unity. The religious dichotomy between the Arian 
Germanic rulers and the Catholic Roman subjects under 
Ostrogoth and Vandal leadership was one of the reasons for 
those societies’ ultimate failures.72

The policy of religious accommodation utilized by 
Clovis represented a turning point in Christian history: a shift 
of the center of Christianity from the south in Rome to the 
northwest in North Gaul and Germany.73 The administration 
of the religious bodies was different, however. The new 
western religious power base had a simpler organization, 
was less well-funded, and was not considered as venerable or 
prestigious.74 The Western Church’s power largely depended 
on the king’s power, and vice versa. Additionally, the roles 
of the king and church official were largely fused together. 
In Spain, the king acted as supreme Judge of the Church, 

maintaining the rules of the faith and punishing dissenters.75 
Christianity acted as a consolidating and unifying agent, 
giving birth to a kind of Christian-related nationalism in the 
new Germanic kingdoms. The new convert to Catholicism, 
King Recared of the Visigoths, affirmed the unity of the 
Goths under Catholicism in his celebratory conversion 
speech.76 Likewise, the prologue to the Salic Law, a collection 
of many Frankish laws from the eighth century, celebrates the 
Franks as a most Christian race, strong under their “founder,” 
God.77 Clearly, both the Goths and the Franks found a sense 
of pride with their new strong Catholic faith. This unity 
was clearly a positive thing for the new kingdoms and their 
leaders, but it did not come easily.

Church leadership, with the cooperation of the 
monarchy, legislated against any who were not Orthodox 
Christians. King Childebert I, Clovis’s successor, legislated 
strongly against pagan practices: “Whoever shall dare to 
perpetrate these sacrileges, We order he shall receive a 
hundred blows.”78 In Spain, the Visigoths forbid pagan 
“magical” practices such as tempest invocation and sacrifice 
to devils and would punish them with lashes, scalping, and 
public humiliation.79 The Visigoths also legislated the forced 
baptism of non-Christians.80 Such legislation was difficult to 
enforce, however. The rural areas of the Germanic kingdoms 
remained largely out of the church’s reach for centuries 
after Constantine converted to Christianity. Though it was 
hard to penetrate the countryside, some of the resistance 
apparently also came about due to negligent officials. 
Maximus of Turin condemned those officials who neglected 
their duties to enforce Christian worship: “You, therefore, 
brother, when you observe your peasant sacrificing and do 
not forbid the offering, sin, because even if you did not assist 
the sacrifice yourself you gave permission for it.”81 Martin of 
Braga greatly simplified Christian beliefs and history for the 
peasants so that they could understand better and therefore 
practice in the correct way.82 This legislation and attitude 
of accommodation eased any remaining pagans’ conversion 
to Christianity and the new Germanic kingdoms became 
mostly, if not fully, Christianized.

Because of the Germanic conversions to Christianity, 
the history of Western Europe and Christianity became 
inseparable. The pre-Christian customs and beliefs of 
the Germanic tribes had similar themes to Christianity, 
facilitating an easier conversion. The “middle man” of 
Arianism was also instrumental to the full conversion of the 
Germanic tribes to Catholicism. This version of Christianity 
was enforced in the new German kingdoms and eventually 
became Catholicism as it is known today. The entrenchment 

of Christianity in Western Europe was made possible after 
the fall of the Western Roman Empire due to the Germanic 
“barbarians” and their enforcement of Christianity in their 
new kingdoms. The rest is history.
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Beginning in 1095, the Crusaders made it their mission to 
reach the “monstrous” groups of people and restore Christian 
faith to holy places in and near Jerusalem. The notion of 
“the other,” a barbaric, deformed, un-Christian group of 
people, swept across Europe. Pope Urban II initiated the first 
Crusade at the council of Clermont in 1095 with a powerful 
speech urging all to go forth and recover Palestine from the 
hands of the Muslims. In an account provided by Robert 
the monk, Urban vehemently stated that “a race from the 
kingdom of the Persians, an accursed race, a race utterly 
alienated from God, a generation forsooth which has not 
directed its heart and has not entrusted its spirit to God, has 
invaded the lands of those Christians and has depopulated 
them by the sword, pillage and fire.”1 This retelling from 
Robert the Monk reveals that there was a considerable 
degree of animosity toward the Muslims. They were not 
Christian, so were therefore “the other.” 

A popular pilgrimage church en route for crusader 
missions was Vézelay Abbey in northern Burgundy, France. 
Vézelay’s intricate iconographic program on the tympanum 
and lintel sets it apart as one of the great masterpieces of 
Romanesque art and architecture (Figure 1). In comparison 
to other tympana erected at the time of the Vézelay 
tympanum, it is clear that there is a unique depiction at 
Vézelay not to be found elsewhere — the Pentecost. Even 
more fascinating are the depictions of the “monstrous races” 
encompassing the central scene of the Pentecost that Pope 
Urban II and other medieval figures outcast as “the other.” 
By studying the iconography of the Vézelay tympanum, 
an understanding of the monstrous races, or “the other,” in 
medieval society can be constructed. 

In eleventh century France, there was a revival of 
monumental sculpture that had been neglected since 
the end of the classical period.2 The central tympanum 
at Vézelay is an early example of the reemergence of 
monumental sculpture in France constructed between the 

Monstrous Races on the Central Tympanum at 
Vézelay: Constructing “the Other” in Medieval Society
Caitlin Green 

years 1120-1132. Scholars have often compared the Vézelay 
tympanum to other contemporary tympana to exemplify 
the advancement in skill present on the Vézelay tympanum.3 
In comparison to other tympana erected at the same time 
as the Vézelay tympanum, there is a unique depiction, a 
scene depicting the Pentecost, also known as the Descent of 
the Holy Ghost. Many tympana scenes present the Day of 
Judgment, such as the tympanum contemporary with Vézelay 
at Autun, France (Figure 2). Not only is the subject at Vézelay 
distinct from its contemporary at Autun, but the artistic 
quality is as well. Whereas the neighboring Autun tympanum 
is static and rigid, the Vézelay tympanum seems to move and 
breathe. At Autun, Christ’s knees point in opposite directions 
to keep him frontal; however, at Vézelay, the sculptor 
has twisted Christ’s body into an eloquent contrapposto 

Figure 1: Central tympanum. Vézelay Abbey, Burgundy, France, 1130.

Figure 2: Tympanum, Autun, France, 1130.
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position, keeping him frontal, but even more dynamic. Each 
individual scene in the Autun tympanum stays contained 
within its designated space. However, the figures at Vézelay 
are not restricted to a confined space; the figures move and 
interact with the entire scene. Even the smaller figures in 
the arc compartments interact with the central scene, as if 
no compartment barrier blocks them from interaction with 
the rest of the program. The sculptor behind the Vézelay 
tympanum produced a masterpiece in monumental sculpture 
that would have demanded attention from anyone who 
passed through the portal. 

Scholars who study Vézelay have related the church 
closely with events associated with the Crusades. The 
Vézelay church was an important pilgrimage site in northern 
Burgundy and housed the relics of Mary Magdalene. Because 
it was en route for crusader missions, the church had an 
important role in the Crusades. In brief, Pope Urban II 
intended to launch the First Crusade at Vézelay before doing 
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will, not betray by forfeiting his military secrets. Both of 
these scenes are important to consider in light of Friedman’s 
research that discusses the more embracing view of the 
monstrous on this tympanum. Because these monstrous 
beings are not cut off from the central scene of the Pentecost, 
but actually are aware and interact with it, shows that the line 
drawn between Christians and the monstrous is still there, yet 
can be penetrated if willing to seek salvation. 

The two lower scenes on the left side correspond with 
each other. The lower of the two depicts two scribes, which 
suggests they are apostles writing the Gospel that will be 
read to the monstrous races encompassing Christ in the 
tympanum. Above the scribes is thought to be a scene of 
Jeroboam, who worshiped idols, and is punished by God. The 
Jewish prophet to the right of Jeroboam invites him to follow 
the path of Christ, and Jeroboam falsely repents and invites 
the Jewish prophet to eat and drink. However, the prophet 
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If hindsight is 20/20, then history must be where the 
answers lie. In the struggle to comprehend the ubiquitous 
question of logica behind the formation of complex terrorist 
organizations, and more specifically, why the formation of Al 
Qaeda occurred, it is necessary to examine the motivations 
behind one of its most conspicuous public actions, the attacks 
on America — 9/11. The overall logic of Osama bin Laden, 
founder and leader of Al Qaeda, as well as the network as a 
whole, can only be traced back through, and derived from, 
the many declarations and provocations stated and evident 
in the decades both immediately preceding and immediately 
following September 11th, 2001. Because, as Fyodor 
Mikhailovich Dostoevsky said, “While nothing is easier than 
to denounce the evildoer, nothing is more difficult than to 
understand him.”1

From approximately 1979 until today, those desiring 
to “understand the evildoer” are provided with 35 years 
of relevant evidence in the attempt to understand why Al 
Qaeda was created initially, as well as why it flourished in 
its movement to perpetrate one of the most memorable 
and staggering terrorist attacks ever carried out against the 
United States. Moreover, it is both useful and necessary to 
consider the “after” just as thoroughly as the “during” and the 
“before.” 

Primarily, Middle Eastern regional conditions fostered 
an atmosphere prone to the development of terrorism, 
while expressed goals of Al Qaeda consistently reflected 
its founding ideology, and subsequent expressions serve as 
another round of even more explicit explanations. Through 
translating and deciphering declarations, recruitment tools, 
and handbooks, as well as understanding the overall context 
of Al Qaeda’s formation, there are various indications in 
support of two very important overarching factors that 
contributed to the formation of Al Qaeda. Differing religious 
beliefs, culminating in the form of Islamic extremism, as well 
as incongruences of political and social ideologies between 
“the West” and “the East,” ultimately led to the creation and 
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subsequent growth of Al Qaeda as a terrorist organization. 
Thus, the question can be answered in one word: disparities. 

Disparities most often result in one thing: conflict. A 
decade of conflict in the region east of the Persian Gulf — 
more specifically, Iran and Afghanistan, as well as Pakistan 
— managed to accentuate the religiopolitical differences 
of the ideologies of the hemispheric West and East that 
created an ideal atmosphere in which to cultivate extremism. 
Moreover, it is partially due to previously unseen levels 
of anti-communist sentiment of the Cold War era that an 
Islamic extremist network such as Al Qaeda ever came to 
be. This ideological opposition served as the catalyst behind 
various political shifts and military actions that occurred in 
the decade from 1979-1989 that led to a never before seen 
(or perhaps never before recognized) increased loyalty to the 
ways of Islamic fundamentalism. 

A principally stirring event in the shift away from the 
West was the 1979 revolution in Iran that “ousted the 
pro-American dictator, the last Shah.”2 The ousting of the 
pro-American Shah effectively cut the ties of any U.S.-
Iran alliance, and at the same time, conveniently paved the 
way for an immediate Iranian launch into a revolutionary 
society characterized by the theology of Islamism. A 
fundamentalist Islamic government had taken power in Iran, 
and it had inherited a vehement anti-American sentiment, 
even though Islamic fundamentalism did align (perhaps for 
the last time) with the desires of the West, in the form of 
Iranian anti-communist sentiment. As this new Iran pushed 
farther and farther from the U.S., it did just the same to 
communism. The newly revolutionized country began to 
ally with more similar neighboring countries — Pakistan and 
Afghanistan — in order to prevent the spread of yet another, 
seemingly imminently threatening, competing ideology 
of communism.3 This occurred around the same time that 
Saudi Arabian government officials and private donors began 
pouring money into both countries for the purpose of 
utilizing jihad against communism.4 These were only some 
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of the actions that led to the cementing of Afghanistan’s role 
as most valuable player among the many locales that played a 
part in allowing for Al Qaeda to be formed. 

In 1979, when the threat of communism reared its 
head (quite explicitly) in the form of the Soviet invasion 
of Afghanistan, there were various countries and groups 
prepared to confront and oppose the enemy ideology and its 
accompanying military forces. The invasion of Afghanistan 
by the Soviets is said to have led to “thousands of Islamic 
fundamentalists from different countries in the region” to 
mobilize and band together in order to “help fight the Soviet 
‘infidels.’”5 Moreover, the Afghan forces received support 
(most often in the form of arms) from bordering Pakistan 
and a very recently post-revolution Iran. A full decade of 
training and fighting led to increased camaraderie among the 
ranks of those fighting on behalf of Islam, which included 
a young Osama bin Laden. This would be the same fighter 
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unresolved tensions, and U.S. contributions to it, stood as one 
large and legitimate cause for the formation of a terrorist 
organization. Eventually, Al Qaeda would be essentially 
fighting fire with fire, performing acts of terror and violence 
as retribution for Israeli/Palestinian violence and tension 
in the Middle Eastern region, and American contributions 
toward it. 

The answer to the question of why extremist Muslims, 
Islamic jihadists, Osama bin Laden, Ayman al-Zawahiri, and 
the thousands of others worldwide originally came together, 
structured Al Qaeda as an organization, and took up arms 
to perform acts terror is not entirely conclusive, confusingly 
tangled up in the events of the last several decades, and 
contains seemingly innumerable reasons. But, from many 
large pools of information, it can be gathered and studied, 
many logical conclusions can be drawn, and many in search 
of answers can be provided with some degree of explanation, 
or even closure. The creation of Al Qaeda as a terrorist 
organization was due to various events and conditions, 
culminating in three collective causes. 

First, the decade of 1979-1989 and its major events, 
as well as their results, led down the road to Al Qaeda. 
Most importantly, events such as the Iranian Revolution 
and the Soviet Invasion of Afghanistan fostered a kind of 
heightened Islamic unity, in the face of opposing outside 
ideologies. Revolutionary changes in power and culture, 
as well as recruitment and unification for the purpose of 
military action, increased external funding and weaponry, and 
legitimate reason for training masses, led to never-before-seen 
levels of Islamic, Muslim, and Middle Eastern camaraderie on 
the Persian Gulf. 

After the development of this coincidentally ideal 
climate in countries like Pakistan and Afghanistan came the 
heightened popularity and devotion to the religion and 
culture of Islamism. Advocacy for an extreme sect of Islam, 
one whose perfect society is a most pure Islamic one, became 
perhaps the most logical catalyst propelling the Islamist 
movement and resulting in the formation of an Al Qaeda, 
clearly intending to perform its bidding. With renewed 
devotion to such an extreme ideology, jihadists (with the 
help of experienced leaders like Osama bin Laden) began 
to connect the dots and listen attentively to their grievances 
with the West, as well as to the calls of Allah to address these 
discrepancies. 

Together with this, the modern, progressive, democratic 
and westernization movement, as well as actions of the 
United States such as occupation of Islamic lands and 
continuation of an alliance with Israel, were also important 

components of the initiating logic of Al Qaeda. All of these 
activities were viewed as an interconnected, giant affront to 
Islam as a whole. So, those interested in standing up for what 
they believed in — Islamism — as what was best for their 
people ended up being the ones first in line to contribute 
to the foundation and ultimately decide to form such an 
organization as Al Qaeda in the first place. 

It was not one person’s fault. It was not one nation’s fault. 
The “fault” was, most simply, in any and all opposition and 
continuation of violations of the extremist Islamic ideology. 
The fault was in our differences and in their discrimination. 
Al Qaeda is not the effect of one event. The Al Qaeda 
organization is the effect of thousands of actions and events 
in our fairly recent history that culminated in the form of 
extremist terror. Ultimately, it can be concluded that differing 
religious beliefs and incongruences of political and social 
ideologies between “the West” and “the East,” both prompted, 
and have allowed for, the progress and growth of Al Qaeda 
in the past three decades. Without any one of the events or 
developments listed herein, the timeline of formation and 
subsequent acts of terror might well have been completely 
altered. Nonetheless, this is the history that our world has 
created, and the formation of Al Qaeda as an Islamic terrorist 
organization was the unfortunate result we’ve been forced to 
reason, and to live with. 
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Rashid al-Din, portrait of Buluqhan Khatun feeding her child Ghazan, from Compendium of Chronicles, early 14th century.



  Vol. XLIV, Spring 2015   • 33

The mythology of ancient Mesopotamia is far less familiar 
to the average American than that of many other ancient 
religions. To scholars, though, it is a subject of utmost 
importance in understanding the culture of many early 
Mesopotamian societies: the Sumerians, Akkadians, Assyrians, 
Babylonians, etc. By studying the ancient cults and myths 
surrounding their deities, it is possible to uncover some of the 
beliefs and values held in this region’s fount of civilization. 
From why the Tigris and Euphrates flood erratically, to 
examples of how heirs should behave toward their fathers, 
the stories about the gods provide explanations about the 
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between the two cultures and their goddesses, they frequently 
depict too broad an image of Inanna-Ishtar and lose sight 
of many of her detailed characteristics. As Rivkah Harris 
puts it, “much has been written about Inanna-Ishtar by 
people outside of the field of ancient Near Eastern studies. 
The tendency in these writings is to flatten and level the 
distinctively Mesopotamian features of the goddess.”6 
Notably, scholars focus on her role as the goddess of love 
and queen of heaven while deemphasizing her values as the 
goddess of war. This tunnel vision can partly be attributed 
to modern ideas of patriarchy and a hesitancy to associate a 
female deity with what are perceived as masculine virtues.7 
The study of Inanna-Ishtar therefore requires consciousness 
of these subjective perceptions of her and a comfort with 
acknowledging her distinctiveness. Furthermore, like all 
historical discourse this study requires a careful analysis of the 
primary sources relevant to the topic.

In order to gain access to many literary sources, it is 
necessary to decipher what is written in cuneiform — a 
script that was used for many languages, some unrelated, in 
Mesopotamia. The expansion of this field of study further 
enables archaeologists to make sense of many of the artifacts 
they find at excavation sites. The excavations at Nippur 
provide one excellent example of this. At this site, a temple 
to Inanna was uncovered toward the southwest of a ziggurat 
dedicated to Enlil.8 The documents and building inscriptions 
found there allowed scholars to learn more about the daily 
life and functions within the temple. G. van Driel found that 
economically the temple was independent but had many 
economic links to the other temples in the city.9 Another 
scholar, Albrecht Goetze, also studied the Nippur temple 
by looking at “the astonishing numbers [of] treasures that, 
as is the custom in Mesopotamia, had carefully been buried 
in parts of the building and underneath its very floors.”10 
Analysis of the numerous vases, bowls, statuettes, and other 
objects of value found showed that they had inscriptions 
dedicating them to Inanna. Not only were these objects very 
valuable, showing how sincerely individuals desired her favor, 
but most were also given by women, suggesting who her 
main worshippers were. 

Sources about Inanna were not limited to this excavation, 
however. One of the most important classifications of 
documents that have been uncovered are the myths and 
hymns to Inanna and Ishtar. Kramer’s 1963 history about 
the Sumerians states that — to that point — five myths that 
featured Inanna as the major actor had been recovered and 
translated; in addition, two more myths focusing on Dumuzi, 
her husband, were also available to analyze her relationship 

to him.11 Kramer’s list is not all inclusive, however. It does 
not account for the numerous post-Sumerian documents, or 
more recently discovered sources. Examples of more recent 
sources that will be discussed are the poems and hymns from 
Enheduanna, en-priestess to Nanna under Sargon, king of 
Akkad. Translated by Betty De Shong Meador, the source is 
useful to an analysis of Inanna-Ishtar not only because of its 
discussion of the goddess, but also because it provides insight 
to the author, a human woman.12

In order to compare Inanna-Ishtar to the gender norms 
of the time, sources must be used that establish what they 
were, specifically what the female gender role was. One of 
the most useful in this aspect are the law codes of ancient 
civilizations. Analyzing the laws about women — how they 
were penalized or protected — provides one account of how 
they were expected to behave. It also provides insight into 
the different social castes women could fall into, and provides 
the understanding that not all women were expected to 
behave in the same way. Therefore, it is important to consider 
Inanna-Ishtar in comparison to multiple societal roles and see 
if there are some that she reflects more than others. Other 
textual sources that can be used are marriage contracts, 
which according to M. Stol, “reflect the social positions of 
both parties,”13 and letters, both of which can be found in 
family archives across Mesopotamia.

A somewhat more challenging source scholars have 
available to them is the visual depiction of women and 
Inanna-Ishtar. Unlike many textual sources, visual depictions 
do not always state specifically what is being represented. An 
example of this can be found in Dominique Collon’s The 
Queen of the Night; Collon describes in detail the ambiguity 
around the identity of the women in the relief sculpture 
and suggests that it could be one of three different females, 
Ishtar being among her list.14 Despite this dilemma, there are 
common features to Inanna-Ishtar’s visual portrayals: the lion 
and her weapons.15 It is therefore possible to identify her in 
images recovered from ancient Mesopotamia, but oftentimes 
controversially.

The problem in identifying Inanna-Ishtar stems from 
several reasons. One is that, as shown above, it is not always 
clearly stated that she is the subject being depicted. In 
his analysis of the findings at Nippur, Goetze discusses 
disagreement about the goddess’s identity. The scholar I. J. 
Gelb (1960) contests the excavation’s identification of the 
temple as being dedicated to Inanna; rather he suggests the 
name on the artifact inscriptions was the goddess Ninni. 
Goetze defends his identification of the goddess as Inanna 
with the support of scholars E. Sollberger (1962), Th. 

Jacobsen (1963) and A. Sjoberg (1966). They argue that “In.
nin also appears with other goddesses and must be explained 
as an honorific epthet. Jacobsen suggest[ed] cautiously it 
might mean something like ‘conqueress.’” These ambiguities 
in translations are one source of the uncertainty in studying 
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personality. She was vital to the growth and prosperity of 
cities and their kingdoms and equally capable of destroying 
entire empires on a whim. Her cult and worship was one 
of the most widespread in ancient Mesopotamia, and she 
is one of the deities whom archaeologists have recovered 
the most sources about. Ultimately her strength and mood 
swings served as a mechanism for the ancient societies to 
explain both natural and human calamities and occurrences. 
To understand her personality, it is important to look at 
multiple aspects of her powers as a goddess: bringing fertility 
to agricultural fields and animal raising; acting as a lover and 
spouse, and strength as the goddess of war. It is also important 
to analyze how her cult worshipped her in her temples, 
myths, and hymns.

A Goddess of Fertility

The power to bring fertility to the land was normally 
associated with Inanna rather than Ishtar. It was one of her 
earlier abilities, before becoming more militarized by the 
Assyrian era. Figure 1 shows her symbolized by the read 
bundle as a fecundity goddess and being held by a priestess 
next to “two large containers (baskets?) probably holding 
grain.”25 As well as the imagery, this role was reinforced by 
several literary documents that have been discovered and 
translated.

Her power as a goddess capable of bringing fertility to 
the land is attested in a Sumerian fertility song that describes 
her relationship with the Sumerian king Sulgi. Acting as an 
incarnation of her husband Dumuzi, Sulgi is one of many 
kings to claim marriage to the deity. It was believed that if 
the king could satisfy Inanna’s great lust, she would grant him 
all the necessary powers of kingship. In Sulgi’s case, Inanna 
rewarded him “with victory in battle and acclaimed him as 
the king eligible for all the rights, prerogatives, and insignia 
of kingship.”26 More relevant to the tablet, however, was her 
power to bring fertility to the land. After Inanna complains 
of the lack of food, Sulgi asks her to accompany him one at 
a time into the fields, garden, and orchard.27 The surviving 
part of this tablet does not specify how, but by some means it 
appears Inanna returns the areas to fruitfulness and prosperity 
to the earth.

Her power to bring prosperity to the land is again testified 
in “The Curse of Agade.” In this explanation of the fall of 
Akkad and its great empire, the initial success is attributed 
to Inanna: “Inanna allowed herself no sleep” and therefore 
the city was filled with gold and wisdom, and “their people 
witnessed (nothing but) happiness.”28 After she — seemingly 
for no reason — refuses to accept further gifts from the people 

and “forsook the shrine Agade,” the other powerful gods leave 
and take their blessings of wisdom and eloquence with them.29 
This results in the cities’ fearfulness as they begin to lose battles 
and doubt the future of kingship in the city. Agade’s final 
destruction does not come until later, after enraging Enlil, but 
it begins with the loss of Inanna’s favor.

In comparison to these documents, it is interesting that 
— despite being the goddess of love — Inanna-Ishtar is not 
equally associated with the fertility of humans. At least, that 
is the case according to Assante. She notes the significance 
that “Ishtar’s celebrated sexual exploits never once led to 
impregnation … but to an irresistible power and agency.”30 
This viewpoint is important because it changes the focus 
many scholars have placed on Inanna-Ishtar’s feminine 
role in Mesopotamian culture, and instead emphasizes her 
“masculine” powers. She was indeed an active pursuer of love 
in many myths, as well as a goddess sought after by many 
kings, and the many lovers who served Inanna-Ishtar over the 
course of Mesopotamian history is one of her most clearly 
defined traits.

The Goddess of Love

Perhaps the most well-known testimony to the goddess’s 
many lovers is the “Epic of Gilgamesh.” When Ishtar 
“raised an eye at the beauty of Gilgamesh [and said] ‘Come, 
Gilgamesh, be thou (my) lover,’”31 he scorns her foolishly. He 
cites multiple instances where she has taken lovers, grown 
bored with them, and condemned them to some horrible 
punishment: “Which lover didst thou love forever?/Which 
of thy shepherds pleased [thee for all time]?”32 Though a 
rash thing to say to a goddess — and a speech for which 
Gilgamesh and his city received severe punishment — it does 
reflect a true aspect of her character. It is not surprising that 
an immortal deity like Inanna-Ishtar would take multiple 

lovers over her long life, but the way in which she left them 
could be very shocking.

Of the many lovers which Gilgamesh lists, Tammuz is the 
best known. Known to the Mesopotamians as the shepherd 
Dumuzi, he was Inanna-Ishtar’s first lover and husband. There 
were four different myths known about how these two 
became lovers and of these only one suggests that Dumuzi 
was not Inanna-Ishtar’s first choice.33 In the other myths, 
she quickly submits to his seduction with varying levels of 
approval from her parents. One of these myths, translated by 
Kramer, states 

As I [Inanna] was shining bright, was dancing about,
As I was singing away while the bright light overcame 
(?) the night,
He met me, he met me,
The lord Kuli-Anna (Dumuzi) met me,
The lord put his hand into my hand,
Ushumgal-Anna (Dumuzi) embraced me.34

After this affair they agree to marry, but their relationship 
does not stay so romantic.

A well-preserved myth known as “Inanna’s Descent to 
the Nether World” tells scholars about Dumuzi’s demise 
at the hands of Inanna-Ishtar. Scholars recovered this 
document in several different pieces, with the earlier parts 
of the myth being translated first. Because of this and the 
combined knowledge that Dumuzi had died at some point 
in Mesopotamian mythology, it was frequently assumed 
that Inanna-Ishtar went to the Nether World in order to 
save him;35 the similarity between such a story and the 
Greek legend of Orpheus is a reflection of how subjective 
historians can be. As more of the text was translated however, 
the extended story demonstrated that this could not be the 
case. Inanna-Ishtar is killed by her sister Ereshkigal during 
the journey and only resurrected with the help of Enki, 
but in order to return to the living world she must find 
a replacement for herself. Of the several gods she meets 
while on this quest, it is her husband Dumuzi whom she 
condemns. Angered to find him living prosperously without 
her, 

She fastened the eye upon him, the eye of death,
Spoke the word against him, the word of wrath,
Uttered the cry against him, the cry of guilt:
“As for him, carry him off.”36

Her actions in this myth display two of her most 
noticeable behavioral traits: severe irascibility and change- 
ability. Her influence on other deities is also noticeable, 
however, and proves that despite being female, she is one of 
the most powerful of the pantheon.

The Goddess of War

Her power as the goddess of war contributes to the 
portrayal of her as an irascible individual prone to random, 
wanton destruction. Fumi Karahashi, in her comparative 
work “Fighting the Mountain: Some Observations on the 
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it clear the image depicts a Mesopotamian deity, but other 
icons like the lions, jewels and rod-and-ring — held in her 
hands — also suggest it may have been her. All of these were 
icons associated with her image. The lion was a symbol of 
power frequently associated with Inanna-Ishtar in art and 
literature. The rod-and-ring symbols held in her hands were a 
symbol of divinity, and items she carried in her descent to the 
Nether World.42 Where the Queen of the Night falls short of 
being Inanna-Ishtar is the lack of her weapons; normally, she 
carries a scimitar in one hand. It also contains two lions, even 
though Ishtar is typically only depicted with one.43 Figure 3 
provides a comparison to study this. While the second image 
also has two lions, which Ishtar sits above, like in Figure 2, it 
differs by displaying multiple weapons — scimitars and maces 
— rising from her shoulders.44 This type of iconography 
was more common with Ishtar and displayed her skill as the 
goddess of war.

The Gilgamesh epic also provides support for the 
recognition of Inanna-Ishtar’s powers as the goddess of 
war. When she goes to Anu in order to receive the Bull of 
Heaven and take her vengeance on Gilgamesh, the god is at 
first unwilling. Consequently, she proceeds to threaten him: 

If thou [dost not make] me [the Bull of Heaven],
I will smash [the doors of the Nether World],
I will […],
I will [raise up the dead eating (and) alive],
So that the dead shall outnumber the living!45

After additionally assuring him that she can provide food 
for people and animals in the resulting famine, Anu concedes 
the Bull to her. As the goddess of war, her power is so 
impressive that even one of the greatest of the gods does not 
desire to provoke her wrath. Her power and aggression in 
this tale is fitting for the goddess who would later be invoked 
by many kings to support their reign as king. 

Inanna-Ishtar was beneficial to kings both as overseer 
against treaty-breakers and a patron to the king’s military 
strength while conquering new territory or suppressing 
rebellion. The treaties written by ancient Mesopotamians 
contained severe consequences for any cities that broke with 
the agreements. Inanna-Ishtar was frequently invoked “as a 
war goddess who will break the bows of any treaty breakers 
and make them crouch defeated.”46 This was a fitting action 
for her as the goddess of war, but not the only consequence. 
In another curse, the king Idrimi states, “Whoever shall 
change the settlement … may Ishtar deliver him into the 
hands of those who pursue him; may Ishtar … impress 

feminine parts into his male parts.”47 This action would not 
only defeat the king’s enemies, but also shame and humiliate 
them. The conquered enemy should not challenge the king’s 
rule, since the goddess had already demonstrated who she 
favored.

The acknowledgement of Inanna-Ishtar as a leader and 
guide in battle was a common theme in Mesopotamian 
texts. By gaining her favor, opponents were forced to submit. 
A stela about Nabonidus acknowledges this. Normally, 
this Babylonian king offered all his praise to Sin — the 
moon god — but in this artifact he also acknowledged the 
deities Ishtar and Shamash, who can be seen above him 
in their common symbolic forms (Figure 4). The text also 
contributes that “upon the command of Sin <<and>> 
Ishtar, the Lady-of-Battle, without whom neither hostilities 
nor reconciliation can occur in the country and no battle can 
be fought … all the hostile kings, were sending me messages 
of reconciliation and friendship.”48 Ishtar’s power was so 
great that the other kings’ expectations of Nabonidus were 
unquestionably increased by his relation to her. An oracle’s 
earlier statement to the Assyrian king Esarhaddon also 
displayed Ishtar’s support for the ruling king:

I am the goddess Ishtar of Arbela,49 she who (15) has 
destroyed your enemies at your mere approach…I 
shall lie in wait for your enemies, I shall give them to 
you. I, Ishtar of Arbela, will go before you and behind 
you…O king of Assyria, fear not! The enemy of the 
king of Assyria I will deliver to slaughter.50

Without the support of the goddess of war, Esarhaddon 
could not have hoped to succeed in his campaigns against 
neighboring kingdoms. With her guidance and favoritism 
however, he — like Nabonidus and many of those before 
and after them — was confident in his power to challenge 
the world around him.

Kings were not the only individuals to trust in Inanna-
Ishtar’s strength, however. As previously alluded to, three 
hymns written by the Sumerian High Priestess Enheduanna 
were discovered and later translated by Betty De Shong 
Meador. All three exalt Inanna and even argue that she is the 
greatest and most powerful of the gods: “queen of rare deeds/
she gathers the me/from heaven and earth/surpassing great 
An.”51 In these poems, Inanna’s strength as the goddess of war 
is attested to both in literal descriptions and metaphorically. 
The first of these can be shown in the hymn of her battle 
against Mount Ebih: “Inanna/holding a pure lance/terror 
folds in her robes/flood-storm-hurricane adorned/she 
bolts out in battle/plants a standing shield on the ground/
Great Lady Inanna/battle planner/foe smasher.”52 Here, it 
is clear that Inanna is physically strong, but “battle planner” 
also recognizes her intelligence and talent in planning 
military strategies. When the goddess was being less rational 
during warfare however, she could be very animal-like in 
her actions: “mountain wildcat/prowling the roads/shows 
wet fangs/gnashes her teeth.”53 This sort of imagery evokes 
the primal, instinctual aspects of the goddess described by 
Harris as “wild and savage, excessive in her sexuality and 
love of war.”54 Inanna-Ishtar is capable of being the rational, 
Kinir]TJ 1.37or(r)9.9( )125(made up)5attle planner/foe smasher.”
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were traded through marriage agreements, but the women 
were still able to influence their husbands and lives.

To gain influence and a permanent position in the 
household, women were expected to bear children after 
marriage. According to Stol after marriage “she is now ‘the 
bride’ (kallatum) and she seems to keep this title until her 
first child is born.” If a woman failed to produce children she 
risked her position as the only wife: “in theory monogamy 
was the rule, but in practice what might be called ‘secondary 
wives,’ drawn from among the slaves, were also tolerated.”76 
The “Laws of Lipit-Ishtar” indicate this in laws 24-31: in 
order to produce more children a man may take a second 
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Power within governments is not always what it appears and 
leaders are not always the man or woman at the top. Those 
who are connected intimately either through marriage or 
birth, or even friendships, often are the ones who wield the 
power behind the person or group who is the presumed 
head of governments. Modern governments typically exist 
as having a strong leader, either by election, monarchy or 
theocracy, and have supporting cabinets or ministers who 
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the women had to share their husbands, they never fought 
with each other and understood that one wife would be 
the primary wife and that she was “foremost among them 
and he stays with her more than with the others.”4 Carpini 
did not write about many noblewomen but he did make 
observations as to the wealth of the nobles and khans and 
we can assume that the women who were in these families 
were provided with more luxuries than the average Mongol 
woman might have had. Several historians note that the size 
of the tents in which nobles lived were usually significantly 
larger than the average, and Carpini relates that the tents of 
Güyüks wives were made of “white felt [and] were quite 
large and beautiful.”5

Hö’elün and Börte: The Women Responsible 
for Shaping Chinggis Khan

The mother of Chinggis Khan, Hö’elün khan, had no 
luxuries when Chinggis Khan was a boy, but was still able 
to provide for her sons and is credited with saving their lives 
after her husband was killed by a rival tribe member. The 
account of Hö’elün and her children’s survival is eloquently 
detailed in a poem in The Secret History of the Mongols. There 
has been much debate as to when The Secret History was 
written, with many scholars providing valid points arguing 
their ideas, but Igor De Rachewiltz believes The Secret 
History was written in 1228, one year after the death of 
Chinggis Khan, with subsequent texts completed at later 
dates.6 Despite the many controversies surrounding the date 
it was written, The Secret History provides a framework for 
how the Mongols viewed women and Hö’elün in particular. 
She is revered as the mother of Temüjin because of her 
fierce strength in keeping her family alive as well as being 
a woman who continued her nurturing even after Temüjin 
was elected as khan. The Secret History includes a poem which 
describes Hö’elün as “a clever woman ... tying tightly her 
belt to shorten her skirt … gathering crab apples and bird 
cherries” after she and her children were ostracized following 
the death of her husband, Yesügei.7 David Christian explains 
the matriarchal respect the Mongols had by relating stories 
from the Secret History that include how Hö’elün “rebukes” 
Chinggis Khan and how she “chased after him and disgraced 
him into pardoning his brother.”8 Christian argues that 
because The Secret History has so many stories of Hö’elün it is 
reflective of the Mongol “willingness to treat the judgment, 
as well as the endurance and fortitude of women with 
respect.”9 

 Börte’s story is similar to Höelün’s in that they were 
both from the Onggurut tribe and both had been kidnapped 

by rival tribes. Temüjin met his bride-to-be when he was 
just nine years old and she was ten. His father, Yesügei, took 
him to the Onggurut tribe to arrange the marriage when 
Temüjin was a boy because that was the tribe of his mother, 
Hö’elün. The Secret History tells the story of Yesügei being 
received by Börte’s father, Dei Sečen, who believes that 
daughters and granddaughters of his tribe were born to be 
khatuns because of their “beauty” and their ability to be 
“intercessors.”10

Börte was Chinggis Khan’s primary wife, and while he 
had several wives and many children, Börte was important in 
the making of the Mongol dynasty because it was Temüjin’s 
rescue of her after she was kidnapped by the Merkit tribe 
that brought him to the attention of other clan leaders. 
Christian explains that because Temüjin was able to form 
a steppe coalition to help in the successful rescue of Börte, 
and the fact that they utterly destroyed the Merkit tribe in 
the process, the rescue and battle “transformed Temüjin’s 
status” on the steppe.11 Rash
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a smaller fee, which caused an economic hardship on nomads 
who lived near a yam.24 This corruption is another reason 
Törögene’s regency is so harshly judged.

 Sorqoqtani Beki was the primary wife of Chinggis 
Khan’s youngest son, Tolui, and after his death, she inherited 
his territory and was the administrator of his estate, giving 
her great power. While she never ruled as regent she was 
nearly as powerful as Törögene and similarly she was able 
to get her son, Möngke, elected as Great Khan after the 
death of Ögödei. However, her actions differ in the area of 
administering the yasa set forth by Chinggis Khan. Firstly, 
Sorqoqtani Beki was given much power as she inherited 
the ordos (realms) of her husband Tolui when he died. This is 
significant because it reflects the Mongol pattern that women 
are considered equal to men and included in inheritance 
matters, even when they are not direct descendants of 
Chinggis Khan. Carpini states that camps were not broken 
up upon the death of princes, but were given to wives to 
rule.25 Peter Jackson notes that The Secret History stated, 
“Yesüi Khatun, one of [Chinggis Khan’s] wives, was given 
a large part of the Tangut people in the recently subjugated 
kingdom of Hsi-Hsia.”26 These sources are the foundation 
on which the high standard to which women were held and 
reflect the responsibility, power, and trust they were given in 
ruling Mongol territory. The Secret History also relates that 
Yisüi Khatun “respectfully” advised Chinggis Khan as he 
was going to war that it was important for him to “designate 
a successor” and he agreed, stating, “no one has advised me 
like this,” further showing that Mongols valued the advice of 
women.27

 Secondly, as Tolui’s primary and favorite wife, Sorqoqtani 
Beki inherited the Tolui ordos in approximately 1233. 
Sorqaqtani Beki is mentioned by Carpini as being “higher 
and more powerful among all the Tartars than any except 
the emperor’s mother [Törögene] and Bati.”28 Rashīd Al-
Din states that Sorqoqtani Beki’s sister, whose name is not 
given, was Batu’s mother, which created an alliance between 
the Jochid and Toluid lines that would eventually change 
the destiny of the dynasty.29 Rashīd Al-Din describes her as 
“intelligent and able and towered above all women in the 
world, possessing … virtue, modesty and chastity.” Rashīd Al-
Din further compares her to Hö’elün in that she “[trained] 
her children” in the same manner as Hö’elün.30 But more 
importantly, primary sources by Rashīd Al-Din and Juvaini 
repeat the belief that Sorqoqtani Beki obeyed the law, stating, 
“Sorqoqtani Beki and her sons, [they] did not swerve one 
hair’s breath from the yasa and law of their ordinances.” 
Juvaini is referring to the quriltai to be held after the death 

of Ögödei and is comparing Sorqoqtani to Törögene in 
her maneuvering to get Güyük elected as the next khan, 
ignoring Ögödei’s wishes. Juvaini also writes that even 
Güyük held Sorqoqtani Beki and her sons in higher esteem 
than other royal family matters and “in all his speeches 
Güyük Khan used to hold them up as an example…. Them 
he praised and lauded.”31 

Because Sorqoqtani Beki was held in such high esteem, 
her opinion was respected and it allowed her to influence 
the shaping of the dynasty in a similar fashion as Törögene. 
Rashīd Al-Din states that Sorqoqtani Beki became of aware 
of a plot against Batu from Güyük and sent a warning to 
Batu, but Güyük died before he reached Batu’s camp, which 
left the Mongols in the position of having to elect another 
khan. Just as Törögene was able to influence the quriltai 
and had the power to rule, Sorqoqtani Beki did as well, and 
Weatherford argues that in terms of who was most influential 
in shaping the Mongol dynasty, “she stands second only to 
Genghis Khan himself.”32

 As stated earlier, when Ögödei accepted the khanate, 
he did it on the grounds that his line would continue to 
be the ruling line and this was accepted by all the Jochid, 
Chagataid, and Toluid lines at Ögödei’s accession. However, 
after Güyük’s death, Sorqoqtani Beki, who had the backing 
of Batu, the eldest living son of the eldest son of Chinggis 
Khan, and who “had the right to nominate a new ruler,” 
agreed to hold the quriltai at Batu’s ordos, creating a conflict 
with Törögene and the remaining Ögödeids who wanted 
the quriltai held at the traditional location of “Chingiz-Khan’s 
capital.” 33 According to Rashīd Al-Din, Sorqoqtani Beki 
wanted her son Möngke to be the next great khan and she 
knew that the “others” — the Ögödeids and Chagataids — 
would not go to Batu because they were in conflict with 
him and they demanded the quraltai be held in the traditional 
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China garnering them more luxuries and interactions with 
more developed cultures, Checheyigen was successful in 
combining the Oirat tribe with the Mongol tribe, making 
the Oirat the “first non herding tribe to join Genghis 
Khan.”
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Section III.
Review Essay

Job with sons and daughters, from Bible Historial, 1372.
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in a positive light. However, she provides a solid opposition 
to Ariès’s thesis, as well as establishes the convention for 
future historical books about childhood: the organization of 
information in order of birth to adulthood.

Yet not all modern works about medieval childhood 
carried such a defined agenda as did that of Hanawalt. 
Rudolph Bell, in his book How to Do It, refrains entirely 
from presenting his own beliefs about childhood to readers 
and gives minimal commentary, instead providing readers 
with text from primary sources and allowing them to make 
their own conclusions. Bell uses only advice manuals for 
the sources in his book, a choice that has both benefits 
and drawbacks. While these sources represent the ideal that 
society strives towards, it also may leave out some of the 
harsh realities that are associated during the time with raising 
children. Instead, Bell simply focuses on the concerns that the 
manuals specifically bring up and makes observations about 
the texts, such as how odd it is that “authors who wrote in 
such detail about how to select a wet nurse … would be so 
silent about how parents should check on a child put out to 
a wet nurse.”5 This tendency marks Bell as one who works 
primarily from a historicist position, presenting the past 
on its own terms. At the same time, Bell sometimes admits 
that when looking “back five hundred years…, we may be 
struck instantly by similarities with modern concerns,”6 
revealing that he holds some presentist views about his 
work, comparing the past to the present. Yet Bell’s book is 
primarily objective and advances the discussion of childhood 
by allowing readers to observe the continuity of childhood 
through their own interpretation of sources about ideal 
parenting.

However, not all of the literature written about 
childhood since Ariès’s thesis was published upholds 
the recognition of a childhood; Emily Coleman’s article 
“Infanticide in the Early Middle Ages” paints an extremely 
different picture from that of Hanawalt and Bell about what 
childhood looked like. In analyzing population and tax 
documents for farms and manors during the time, Coleman 
comes to the conclusion that female infanticide resulted 
in the low numbers of women and girls. While Coleman 
admits that “the killing of children of some years … would 
surely be difficult to explain,”7 she insists that farms only 
supported a certain number of females and that “it would not 
be difficult … for a baby to be exposed, or simply smothered 
in the home.”8 She reaches many of these conclusions by 
drawing on statistical history and making analyses from the 
population numbers. In some sense, Coleman’s methods are 
comparable to those of Ariès because she uses psychohistory 

to draw conclusions about people’s history based on her 
evidence. Yet, what makes Coleman’s point more convincing 
than Ariès’s is her willingness to qualify her own statements 
with counterarguments through her admitted use of 
presentism and the recognition that there may be other 
factors accounting for the smaller number of females in the 
tax documents. Even with these concessions, the reader leaves 
the article with a sense that Coleman would agree with Ariès 
that children in the Middle Ages were not highly valued and 






